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House of Burgess: Taking aim at 'American 
Sniper' 
Read the book and see the movie before you judge 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


“American Sniper” has quickly become much more than a movie. It is up for 
six Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Actor, Bradley 
Cooper. Directed by Clint Eastwood, it has grossed $248.9 million 
domestically, and $316.2 million worldwide. It has made more than any 
other war movie after surpassing “Saving Private Ryan” at $216.5 million. 
The book it’s based on, “American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most 


Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History,” by Chris Kyle with Scott McEwen 


and Jim DeFelice, is now atop The New York Times nonfiction bestsellers 
list, spending 49 weeks total on the charts. Texas Gov. Greg Abbott 


declared Monday as Chris Kyle Day. 


Everyone, it seems, wants to have a public opinion. I won’t take anything 
you have to say seriously until you’ve both read the book and seen the 
movie. The parts of the movie which worked best were those which stuck 
closest to the source material. Every deviation, obfuscation and addition 
was due to convenience. Tacked on elements, including an enemy sniper 


named Mustafa, made the movie unnecessarily long. 


Kyle's wife, Taya, provides valuable interjections. Truly, families back home 
fight their own wars. By the end, Kyle is self-medicating with alcohol, flying 
into rages, suffering from high blood pressure and generally showing all the 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. In fact, he was killed by 
another suffering veteran. The part of the book I found 

shocking also apparently rubbed the filmmakers the wrong way since they 


decided to only hint at it; and that was his joy at killing: 


e "I believe the world is a better place without savages out there taking 


American lives." (Prologue) 


e "I loved what I was doing. Maybe war isn’t really fun, but I certainly was 


enjoying it. It suited me." (Ch. 7) 


e "I never had any doubts about the people I shot." (Ch. 11) 


I have several immediate family members and close friends who once 
served in the armed forces. I can hardly remember ever having an in-depth 
conversation about combat. My father-in-law is a decorated Vietnam war 
veteran, and my wife, Ash, told me she could count on one hand the number 
of times he had ever related any detail from the battlefield. Kyle told some 


pretty flagrant tales both in these pages and beyond. 


A few days after his death, D Magazine’s Michael J. Mooney related his 
interview with Kyle in which he claimed to have killed two men at a gas 
station who had been trying to steal his truck in 2009 in Texas. “There is 
cause to be skeptical,” wrote Nicholas Scmidle in The New Yorker June 3, 
2013. “The counties of Erath, Somervell, and Johnson cover the stretch of 
highway where the incident supposedly happened. Tommy Bryant, the 
sheriff of Erath County, told me that he could ‘guar-an-damn-tee it didn’t 


happen here.’" 


Kyle also told Brandon Webb, former member of SEAL Team 3, about 
shooting dozens of armed civilians in the streets of New Orleans following 
Hurricane Katrina. “It's very believable to me," he told Men’s Journal’s 
Darren Reidy Jan. 14. "He's told that story to me in front of a group of 


witnesses, five or six people drinking beers one night.” 


In a subsection of Chapter 11 entitled, “Punching Out Scruff Face,” Kyle 
writes vividly about giving former Gov. Jesse Ventura one right in the kisser. 


He initially didn’t attach a name to the story, but instead strongly hinted at 


the actual victim and later confirmed this. “Ventura just walked away from a 
defamation lawsuit against late Navy SEAL Chris Kyle with $1.845 million,” 
reported Dan Lamothe in The Washington Post July 30, 2014. “The sniper 
claimed Ventura disparaged Navy SEALs and said that they ‘deserved to 


lose some’ for their actions in the war." 


Kyle is gone now. His autobiography was published in 2012. He died in 
2013. His life’s story became a film in 2014. What if he had lived? What 
would he write in 10, 20 or even 30 years? How might his worldview 
change? Read this book and see this movie and decide for yourself. What I 


know for sure: he was human. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


